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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

The unique ecosystem of the approximately 14-mile long Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee 

River has captured the attention and imagination of residents, visitors, agency and community 

leaders for many years. Consisting of 10.3 miles of federally-designated Wild and Scenic River, 

it provides essential habitats that support a wide spectrum of ecological resources including 

freshwater riverine floodplain vegetation such as bald cypress, freshwater and estuarine fishes, 

and tidal floodplain vegetation and animals such as mangroves, oysters and seagrasses. In 

addition, the National Wild and Scenic Loxahatchee River contains unique cultural resources, 

provides the public with recreational opportunities and was the first of only two rivers in Florida 

to receive the national designation.  

As late as the 1980s, the unique resources of the Loxahatchee River were in danger of being 

irreparably damaged. More than a century of ditching, draining and re-engineering had altered 

the riverôs natural hydrology, resulting in saltwater intrusion which changed the riverôs freshwater 

ecosystems. Natural drainages and wetlands, which once cleansed the water, were rapidly 

disappearing to make way for agricultural and urban development.  

First written by the Florida Department of Natural Resources, now the Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection, and the South Florida Water Management District in 1985, the 

Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic River Management Plan ensures that special 

consideration and review is given to the watershed surrounding the river. The principal goals of 

that plan, a second update in 2000 and this revision are to preserve and enhance the river's 

unique natural values, restore the river's historical hydrology and reverse the deleterious 

impacts of saltwater intrusion on the riverôs ecosystems.  

The 2010 Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic Management Plan contains an overview 

of enacting legislation and policy, government agency authority and responsibilities, a 

description and assessment of natural and cultural resources within the river area, preservation 

objectives, strategies and tasks and progress to date.  

The managing agencies responsible for implementing the plan embrace adaptive management 

practices and recognize the multi-agency effort to conserve the riverôs resources which 

necessitate the need for plan updates every five years. These updates maintain the protection 

and enhancement objectives from the original plan while updating the strategies and tasks to fit 

current conditions and activities occurring within the National Wild and Scenic Loxahatchee 

River.  

This document will only be available online or electronically in our effort to save paper and use 

ñgreenerò practices. 
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Chapter 1 

BACKGROUND 
 
The Loxahatchee River is often referred to as the ñlast free-flowing river in southeast Florida.ò In 
1985, 10.3 miles of the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River were designated as Floridaôs 
first National Wild and Scenic River. Portions of the river and estuary are also designated as 
Outstanding Florida Waters and an Aquatic Preserve, and are located within Jonathan 
Dickinson State Park, which contains outstanding examples of unique ecosystems and cultural 
and archeological treasures. 
 
The Loxahatchee River, including the National Wild and Scenic portion, is impacted by urban 

and rural development, transportation networks, flood control and water supply projects. 

Historically, the Northwest Fork drained the majority of the watershed and the headwaters 

originated in Loxahatchee and Hungryland Sloughs. Over the past century, canals and levees 

were constructed for drainage and flood control that changed the natural flows into the river. 

Construction of the C-18 canal in 1958 diverted all water away from the Northwest Fork, thereby 

depriving the Northwest Fork of the volume of freshwater it once had. Channelization of the 

Southwest Fork caused the obliteration of Limestone Creek.  Jupiter Inlet was permanently 

opened in 1947 and since then tidal and estuarine influences have migrated further upstream. 

As a result, portions of vegetation along the river have shifted from a freshwater swamp to salt 

tolerant mangroves. Additional erosion of the riverôs natural hydrology occurred incrementally as 

ditching and draining of headwater areas of the Northwest Fork further diverted flows and 

deprived the river of much needed freshwater.  

Today, the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River is the focus of a multi-agency restoration 

effort. The Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP) and the South Florida Water 

Management District (SFWMD) has teamed with federal, state and local governments to 

implement the management measures contained within the Loxahatchee River National Wild 

and Scenic River Management Plan. The Management Plan provides these agencies and the 

public with guidance through objectives, strategies and tasks to achieve the goal of protecting 

and enhancing the National Wild and Scenic portion of the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee 

River.  

MANAGEMENT POLICIES 
 
The river management program described in this plan derives its authorization and direction 

from several federal and state policies which, when combined, represent the foundation of the 

Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic River Management Plan and Program. 

Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968  

 
The Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968 (16 United States Code 1271-1287) provides the 

framework for the establishment of a national system of wild and scenic rivers (Addendum A - 
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Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, Public Law 90-542, as amended). The Act identifies the processes 

by which the Loxahatchee River and other rivers throughout the United States are selected for 

study, recommended for designation and included in the National Wild and Scenic Rivers 

System. The Act also defines the philosophy that will be pursued in the management of rivers in 

the system. Section 10(a) of the Act provides that:  

 

Each component of the national wild and scenic rivers system shall be administered 

in such a manner as to protect and enhance the values which caused it to be included 

in said system without, insofar as is consistent therewith, limiting other uses that do 

not substantially interfere with public use and enjoyment of these values. In such 

administration primary emphasis shall be given to protecting its esthetic, scenic, 

historic, archaeological, and scientific features.  

Within this Act, under Section 2, there are rivers that are authorized for inclusion into 

the National Wild and Scenic River System by a Act of Congress and are considered 

a 2 (a)(i) river and then there are those designated as wild, scenic or recreation rivers 

by an act of the legislature of a State through which they flow. The Governor of that 

State then applies to the U.S. Secretary of Interior to see if the river fits the criteria 

established in this Act.  These rivers, such as the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee 

River, once designated are under the clause 2(a)(ii) and are administered by the 

State or its political subdivision. 

The Act establishes a classification system for designated rivers. Each river eligible to be 

included in the system is classified, designated and administered as one of the following: Wild 

river areas (essentially primitive), Scenic river areas (largely primitive and undeveloped) and 

Recreational river areas (some development and readily accessible by road).This classification 

system is important to the management program for the Loxahatchee River in that it provides 

the basic criteria for approval of the program at the federal level. In order for designation to be 

approved, the state's management program must ensure that the various river segments will 

continue to meet the criteria for each classification.  

 

The goal of the National Wild and Scenic River designation is to preserve select free-flowing 

rivers in their natural condition and protect water quality. For a river to obtain the designation of 

ñNational Wild and Scenic,ò two requirements need to be met: 

  

Å the river must be designated as a "wild, scenic or recreational riverò by, or pursuant to, 

an act of the applicable state legislature; and  

Å the river must be permanently administered as a wild, scenic or recreational river by an 

agency or political subdivision of the State.  
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Wild and Scenic Eligibility, Classification and Management Guidelines  

 
On August 26, 1982, the United States Department of the Interior published guidelines for 

implementing the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act in the Federal Register. These guidelines expand 

upon the provisions of the legislation and interpret how the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act will be 

applied with respect to river studies and management plans. The interpretation of Section 10(a) 

of the Act contained in these guidelines provides the river management program with its basic 

philosophy.  

 

This section is interpreted as stating a non-degradation and enhancement policy for all 

designated river areas, regardless of classification. Each component will be managed to protect 

and enhance the values for which the river was designated, while providing for public recreation 

and resource uses which do not adversely impact or degrade those values. Specific 

management strategies will vary according to classification but will always be designed to 

protect and enhance the values of the river area. Land uses and developments on private lands 

within the river which were in existence when the river was designated may be permitted to 

continue. New land uses must be evaluated for their compatibility with the purposes of the Act.  

 

The direction of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System: Final Revised Guidelines for 

Eligibility, Classification & Management of Rivers Areas and subsequent sections of the 

guidelines is that protection and enhancement of the river's natural and cultural qualities must 

be the highest priorities for the management program. Further, while the management program 

may allow for the continuation of existing land uses and developments within the corridor, new 

developments must be considered within the context of their effects on the special attributes of 

the protected area.  The guidelines can be accessed at 

http://www.rivers.gov/publications/guidelines.pdf. 

 
Loxahatchee River Resolution of 1983  

 
On January 11, 1983, the Governor and Cabinet adopted a resolution directing the FDEP, with 

the assistance of affected local, regional, state and federal agencies, to begin the development 

of a management plan for the river (Addendum 4: Resolution by Florida Cabinet, January 11, 

1983). The resolution states: 

The principal goals of the plan will be to preserve and enhance the river's unique 

natural values, restore the river's historical hydrologic regime and reverse deleterious 

saltwater intrusion into the river.  

Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Designation and Preservation Act  

 
The Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Designation and Preservation Act (Addendum 2 

Florida Statutes, Chapter 83-358) was enacted on June 24, 1983 to serve as the "Act of the 

State Legislature" required by Section 2(a) (ii) of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act for designation 

http://www.rivers.gov/publications/guidelines.pdf
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of the Loxahatchee River by the Secretary of the Department of the Interior. The Act reaffirms 

the environmental preservation and enhancement policy of the national act:  

 

The Legislature finds and declares that a certain segment of the Loxahatchee River in 

Palm Beach and Martin Counties possesses uniquely remarkable ecological, fish and 

wildlife, and recreational values which are unique in the United States. These values 

give national significance to the river as one which should be permanently preserved 

and enhanced, not only for the citizens of the State of Florida, but for citizens of the 

United States, of present and future generations. 

 

The Act provides the most comprehensive guidelines of the management program's various 

legal authorities and provides the management program with its basic and most important 

source of policy direction. The Act also includes river boundaries, river area delineation, permit 

and rulemaking authority and creation of a coordinating council.  

MANAGEMENT PLAN DEVELOPMENT 
 
The Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Designation and Preservation Act required the FDEP 

and SFWMD to jointly develop, administer, and implement a Wild and Scenic River 

Management Plan. The Act also authorizes the FDEP and SFWMD to develop procedures for 

periodically modifying or amending the plan. 

The designation of the Northwest Fork as a component of the National Wild and Scenic River 

System was the result of a local grass-roots effort. Public involvement was invaluable during the 

designation process, so much so that the Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Designation and 

Preservation Act established the Loxahatchee River Management Coordinating Council 

(Council) to assist the FDEP and SFWMD in plan development. Today the Council consists of 

representatives from the following agencies and organizations: 

City of Palm Beach Gardens 

Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services  

Florida Department of Community Affairs  

Florida Department of State, Division of Historical Resources  

Florida Department of Transportation  

Florida Department of Environmental Protection  

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission  

Jupiter Inlet District  



 

2010 Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic River Management Plan                                                          5 

 

Palm Beach County  

Palm Beach County Farm Bureau 

Palm Beach County Conservation represented by Florida Native Plant Society 

Loxahatchee River Environmental Control District  

Martin County  

Martin County Conservation represented by Martin County Audubon Society 

National Park Service represented by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  

Northern Palm Beach County Improvement District  

River Land Owners represented by Gulfstream Boy Scouts of America 

River Users represented by Palm Beach Pack and Paddle Club 

South Florida Water Management District  

South Indian River Water Control District  

Town of Jupiter  

Treasure Coast Regional Planning Council  

United States Department of Interior, Bureau of Land Management 

United States Geological Survey  

Village of Tequesta  

In early 1985, the Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Management Plan was completed and 

approved by the Governor of Florida, and sent to the U.S. Secretary of the Interior for 

consideration for the Wild and Scenic designation. The National Park Service also published a 

final report concluding the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River was eligible for designation 

as a National Wild and Scenic River. This report also delineated the segment of the river to be 

considered for designation and established the management criteria and standards required for 

designation. On May 17, 1985, the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River was designated 

the first National Wild and Scenic River in Florida.  

The Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic Management Plan is based on adaptive 

management practices and updated every five years or as needed. The 2010 Loxahatchee 

River: National Wild and Scenic River Management Plan is the third in a series. The original 

plan was written in 1985 and updated in 2000.  



 

2010 Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic River Management Plan                                                          6 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RIVER CORRIDOR 
 
The Loxahatchee River is located along the southeast coast of Florida, within Martin and Palm 

Beach counties. The Loxahatchee River watershed drains an area of approximately 240 square 

miles and consists of three main tributaries ï the Northwest Fork, the North Fork, and the 

Southwest Fork.  

The Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River originates at the G-92 water control structure in 

Palm Beach County, flows north and eastward into Martin County and Jonathan Dickinson State 

Park then back into Palm Beach County where it ultimately connects to the Atlantic Ocean via 

the Jupiter Inlet. The Northwest Fork is designated as a National Wild and Scenic River from the 

southernmost area of Jonathan Dickinson State Park (River Mile 5.2) to the southern extreme of 

Riverbend Park (River Mile 15.5) and is 10.3 miles in length.  Table 1 shows landmark sites of 

the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River with old river miles from existing documents (when 

applicable), and the new river miles used throughout this document. 

 

Figure 1 - The Loxahatchee River in Martin and Palm Beach Counties, Florida 
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National Wild and Scenic Loxahatchee River Boundaries  

 
The Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Designation and Preservation Act delineates the 
boundaries of the designated portion of the Northwest Fork:  
 

...described as that portion of the Northwest Fork downstream of the southern boundary 
of Riverbend Park [RM 15.5] located in Palm Beach County and upstream of an east-
west line passing through a point where the southern boundary of Jonathan Dickinson 

State Park intersects the eastern shoreline of the river [RM 5.2]. 
  

River Area or River Corridor Delineation  

 
The National Wild and Scenic Loxahatchee River is the geographic focus of the 
Management Plan. FS, Chapter 83-358 defines the federally designated portion of the river 
as:  
ñRiver areaò means that portion of the Northwest Fork of the Loxahatchee River from 
river mile 6 to river mile 13.5 [these river miles have been revised to 5.2 to 15.5, 
respectively, due to improved mapping techniques, see above], together with such 
abutting uplands as determined in the permanent management plan to form the corridor 
having visual impact on the river user, and which may be necessary to maintain the 
natural and scenic appeal of the river.  
 

The Wild and Scenic river area corridor and boundaries as depicted in Figures 2 and 3 and 
have been defined as the greater of the following:  
 
Å The maximum upland extent of the floodplainôs freshwater or saltwater wetland 

vegetation, plus a buffer of 100 feet on each side of the river; or  
Å 350 feet on each side of the river, measured from the center of the main river channel 

whichever is greater; unless,  
Å It is the 1,600 feet of river on the west bank of the river north of Indiantown Road and the 

area just north of the I-95 right-of-way 1000 feet, then the ñriver areaò is the boundary of 
the SFWMDôs acquisition area which is now managed as part of JDSP.  
 

In essence the River Area or River Corridor references floodplain or upland areas that are in 

public ownership. For more detail on the methodology used to determine river area 

boundaries, refer to the 2000 Loxahatchee River National Wild and Scenic Management 

Plan (FDEP and SFWMD, 2000).  
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Table 1 - River Mile Locations of Landmark Sites of Northwest Fork of Loxahatchee River 

 

Landmark Sites  

 

Old River Miles 

 

New River Miles 

Riverbend Park Canoe Launch -- 15.30 

Riverbend Park 13.50 15.00 

Indiantown Road 12.80 14.93 

Lainhart Dam 12.50 14.78 

Masten Dam -- 13.50 

Turnpike/I-95 -- 12.76 

Trapper Nelson Camp 10.80 10.50 

Cypress Creek 10.00 10.33 

Moonshine Creek -- 10.00 

Hobe Grove Ditch --  9.07 

JDSP Boat Ramp -- 6.45 

Boy Scout Dock 6.00  5.92 
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Figure 2 - Delineation of the River Area Corridor 
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Figure 3 - Northwest Fork of Loxahatchee River Wild and Scenic Boundaries 
















































































































































































































































